Background: Comorbid conditions are highly prevalent among patients with end-stage renal disease (ESRD) and index score is a predictor of mortality in dialysis patients. The aim of this study is to perform a population-based cohort study to investigate the survival rate by age and Charlson comorbidity index (CCI) in incident dialysis patients.
Introduction
End-stage renal disease (ESRD) patients have a high prevalence of comorbid conditions [1, 2] , high mortality rate [3] [4] [5] , and poor prognosis. Although the prognosis for patients with ESRD treated by dialysis has improved in recent years, mortality rates remain high. The ESRD population is high in Taiwan and patients start dialysis with very low residual renal function and in poor clinical conditions [6] . Compared with populations in western countries, cardiovascular disease occurs less frequently among Asians [7] and late dialysis in Taiwan with low mortality [6] is quite different from other countries. Besides, there is no difference in survival rates between hemodialysis and peritoneal dialysis patients in Taiwan [8, 9] . The median serum creatinine and glomerular filtration rate (GFR) are 10.1 mg/dL and 4.7 mL/min/1.73m 2 in Taiwan and lower GFR at dialysis initiation is associated with lower mortality [10] . This finding is similar to the result in an IDEAL (Initiating Dialysis Early and Late) study that mentioned early initiation of dialysis principle was not associated with an improvement in survival or clinical outcomes [11] . Although late dialysis strategy is applied in Taiwan, comorbidity is still a major confounder but also a predictor of the patient's natural course and outcomes. Therefore, comorbidity should be assessed in dialysis patients and simplified comorbidity indexes are more applicable. Comorbidity scales have been evaluated in dialysis patients, such as Charlson comorbidity index (CCI) [12] , index of co-existent diseases (ICED) [13] , Davies [14] , and WrightKhan indices [3] . Of the comorbidity scales developed for general medical patients, CCI is the most popular [12] and easiest to apply. CCI was originally developed to create a singlevalue summary for several comorbid conditions for breast cancer patients in 1984 and is suitable for general medical inpatient populations. It is also applied to the dialysis population and also validated in ESRD patients [5, 15] . ICED works better than CCI in analyses of ESRD patients but ICED is difficult to apply [13] . CCI is also a better predictor for mortality compared with the Davies comorbidity index for peritoneal dialysis patients [16] . However, previous studies examining on incident dialysis populations were performed in single centers, involved small numbers of patients, and had short-term duration. Few reports predict long-term mortality in dialysis patients [17, 18] and publications on this subject in Asian populations are rare [19] . Age with CCI as a good predictor of long term prognosis in dialysis patients in Taiwan is still unknown. The objective of the present study is to predict long term survival in large sample incident dialysis patients using CCI and age-weight CCI in a 10-year nationwide cohort study. We used claims data from the National Health Insurance program in Taiwan to evaluate the comorbidities during predialysis care and to investigate the relationship between CCI and survival in incident patients. Population-based data often contains all patients with a given disease, and administrative data offer a picture of the ''real world'' effectiveness of interventions as they are being practiced.
Methods

Data Source
This study is based on a longitudinal health insurance database, the National Health Insurance Research Database (NHIRD), provided by the Taiwan National Health Research Institute. Taiwan launched its compulsory social insurance program, National Health Insurance (NHI), to provide health care for all the island's residents since 1995. The annual coverage rate of the NHI program ranged from 96.16% to 99.6% and includes contracts with 97% of hospitals and clinics, with more than 23 million Taiwanese residents enrolled since 1997. It covers all medical benefit claims of ambulant and inpatient care and is extensively applied to many epidemiological studies. The NHIRD established a registry system for ''Catastrophic Illnesses'', including cancer, chronic mental illness, end-stage renal disease, congenital illness, and several autoimmune diseases. Insured persons with major diseases can apply for catastrophic illness registration cards from the Bureau of National Health Insurance (BNHI) and do not need to make co-payments when seeking health care for catastrophic illness. Both outpatient and inpatient claims of beneficiaries with a catastrophic illness certificate are collected in the catastrophic illness profile and are distributed as a package. The BNHI performs routine validations of the diagnoses by reviewing the original medical charts of all of the patients who apply for catastrophic illness registration. In this study, all cases of dialysis patients are obtained from the Registry of Catastrophic Illness Database, a subpart of the NHIRD. The issuance of catastrophic illness certificates is validated by at least 2 specialists, based on careful examination of the medical records, laboratory studies, imaging studies, and dialysis treatment. Only individuals who meet the diagnostic criteria for major diseases are issued a catastrophic illness certificate. The database included all relevant information about the ''catastrophic illness certificate'' status, such as diagnostic codes in the format of the International Classification of Disease, Ninth Revision, Clinical Modification (ICD-9-CM), date of diagnosis, date of death, date of receiving dialysis, date of every clinic visits, details of prescriptions, expenditure amounts, and outpatient/inpatient claimed data for the beneficiaries with catastrophic illnesses during the period 1998-2008. During the study period, International Classification of Diseases, Ninth Revision (ICD-9) codes are used to define diseases. Personal information including family history, lifestyle, and habits such as smoking and alcohol use are not available from the NHIRD.
Study Cohorts
From the Registry for Catastrophic Illness Patient Database, we selected all patients diagnosed ESRD defined as those who had catastrophic illness registration cards for ESRD (ICD-9-CM code 585) and started hemodialysis or peritoneal dialysis of more than 90 days of renal replacement therapy between Jan,1, 1998, and Dec, 31, 2008 . The NHIRD are enrolled since 1997, so the study cohort started from 1998, as a wash-out period for one year, and we also extended the observation time until 2009 in this cohort study. We excluded individuals younger than 18 years (n = 377) or those who had renal transplantation either before or after dialysis (n = 1585). Patients receiving regular dialysis without catastrophic illness certificate were not included in this study.
Under the reimbursement system, hospitals have to claim medical expenses from the NHI based on the diagnosis or treatment codes for the disease presented by their patients. We used all diagnosis codes for a full year to define the existing comorbidities, including outpatient and inpatient diagnosis codes before the date of starting dialysis, which is defined as the index date. CCI and age-weighted CCI are calculated according to all diagnosis codes for a full year before the index date on every inpatient or outpatient to define the existing comorbidities [20] . Follow-up began on the index date until death or remaining alive at the end of the study period (Dec, 31, 2009 ). The CCI is defined by Charlson et al [12] and the Deyo-Charlson comorbidity index (table S1), based on ICD-9 codes in claims data, has been widely used in the analyses of the impact of comorbidities on mortality [21] . The CCI contains the following components: 1 point is assigned for history of myocardial infarction, congestive heart failure, peripheral vascular disease, cerebrovascular disease, dementia, chronic pulmonary disease, connective tissue disorder, peptic ulcer disease, mild liver disease and diabetes without end organ damage; 2 points for hemiplegia, moderate to severe renal disease (excluded in our scale because all patients had diagnosis of ESRD) diabetes with end organ damage, tumor without metastases, leukemia, lymphoma and myeloma; 3 points for moderate or severe liver disease; and 6 points for metastatic solid tumor or fullblown acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (still included in this study's scale because of small numbers of dialysis patients) (table S2). As for Age-weighted-CCI, 1 point is added to the score for every decade more than 40 years of age (0 points for 18-49 years, 1 point for 50-59 years, 2 points for 60-69 years, 3 points for 70-79 years, 4 points for 80-89 years, 5 points for 90-99 years) (table  S3) . Because all patients are on dialysis, the minimum Charlson score is 2. All dialysis patients with diabetes are defined as diabetes with end organ damage. We categorized CCI into six groups as index scores !3, 4-6, 7-9, 10-12, 13-15, .15. Hazard ratio of mortality in dialysis patients by six comorbidity index groups and different age groups were analyzed.
Statistical Analysis
Data is summarized using proportions, and means (6standard deviation) as appropriate. The association between CCI and mortality was assessed using Cox proportional hazards model and Kaplan-Meier estimate with log rank tests declaring survival in the follow-up period for dialysis patients for each CCI level. In the mortality analyses, the patients were followed until event (death) or censoring (lost to follow-up or end of follow-up period); which ever happened first. The variables were analyzed initially by univariate analysis, and statistically significant variables were chosen for multivariate analysis. Analyses were performed using the SAS statistical package (version 9.2; SAS Institute Inc, www.sas.com). All statistical tests were 2 sided. p-value ,0.05 was considered statistically significant.
Results
The study population in the analyses was representative of the Taiwan dialysis population and enrolled 79645 incident patients with ESRD. Patient's clinical characteristics and comorbid conditions are listed in Table 1 . The patient's mean age (6SD) was 60.96 (613.92) years, 51.4% of patients were women, 51.2% were diabetic. After ranking subjects according to CCI scores, we categorized them into score quartiles with 10604, 30930, 24993, 9637, 2630, 851 numbers of patients in the six groups respectively. The distribution of CCI into six groups were 13.3% in index scores ! 3, 38.8% in index scores 4-6, 31.4% in index scores 7-9, 12.1% in index scores 10-12, 3.3% in index scores 13-15, and 1.1% in index scores .15. We made the same categorization in age-weighted CCI into six groups as listed in Table 1 .Older patients were more likely to be in the higher comorbidity index (Figure 1 ). In cox proportional hazard models and stratifying by age, older patients had significantly higher mortality than younger patients: at age 30 to 39 years, the adjusted hazard ratio [aHR] was 1.20 (95% confidence interval [CI], 1.02-1.40), at age 40 to 49 years, the aHR was 1.74 (95% CI, 1.51-2.01), at age 50 to 59 years, the aHR was 2.71 (95% CI, 2.36-3.12), at age 60 to 69 years, the aHR was 4.11 (95% CI, 3.57-4.72), at age 70 to 79 years, the aHR was 6.27 (95% CI, 5.45-7.21), at age older than 80 years, the aHR was 10.40 (95% CI, 9.02-12.00), respectively. For every increased age of one year, the relative risk of death was 1.050 (95% CI 1.049-1.050, p-value ,0.001) (data not shown). Males had higher risk of all-cause mortality compared to females significantly (aHR was 1.16, p-value ,0.001). For CCI scores, mortality increased steadily with higher comorbidity both for unadjusted and for adjusted models. Compared to the lowest comorbidity group (reference group), fully adjusted models of CCI 4-6, CCI 7-9, CCI 10-12, CCI 13-15, CCI .15 showed hazard Figure 2A shows the survival curve for CCI stratified according to six comorbidity index groups. The same survival curve is illustrated in Figure 2B as age-weighted CCI. Death rates increased both with increasing age and increasing CCI score (Figure 3 ). Baseline mortality rates among elderly patients with CCI scores 2 to 3 points were higher than for younger patients. Among elderly patients with age more than 80 years and CCI more than 13 points, mortality rates were extremely higher than the CCI 10-to 12-point group (Figure 3) . For all age groups, mortality rates increased in different CCI groups with the highest rates occurring in the oldest age groups.
Discussion
The present study used a nationally representative dialysis dataset to evaluate the ability of the Charlson comorbidity index to predict long-term survival in a large population of incident dialysis patients. Results suggest that the CCI is a good tool to assess comorbidity and predict survival in general dialysis population as previous studies validated [16, [22] [23] [24] . When CCI is compared directly to the Wright-Khan Index, Davies Index, and ICED, the areas under the Receiver Operator Characteristic (ROC) curve are 0.67, 0.68, 0.68, and 0.72 respectively. Furthermore, the CCI requires only 15 minutes (often less) to complete [25] , and a useful comorbidity index should be a simplified utilitarian substitute for individual comorbid conditions.
Our study population demographics and clinical characteristics are not obviously different from a previously reported 1995-2002 Taiwan Renal Registry study [26] and other NHI published population based study [20] . The comorbid conditions are the same in other Taiwan dialysis cohort studies, as myocardial infarction [20] , peripheral vascular disease [27] , and diabetes mellitus [28] . In Taiwan, the national health insurance covers all expenses in the health-care system including hemodialysis and peritoneal dialysis. We calculated all the inpatient and outpatient diagnosis codes one year before dialysis to define the CCI, and expect missing comorbidity information to be rare and unlikely to influence the result. We demonstrated that old age, higher CCI, or higher age-weighted CCI posit lower survival rates (Table 2 and Figure 2 ). Age is still the strongest predictor of mortality in dialysis patients but is a better predictor when combined with CCI. The p for trend hazard ratio is higher in age-weighted CCI than age or CCI only. In the elderly patient, dramatically increased hazard ratio by CCI groups are found (Figure 3 ). Thus, we should pay more attention to incident elderly dialysis patients with higher comorbidity conditions, which cause higher mortality and lower survival rates. Though it is controversial to judge patients with ESRD as for dialysis no matter how many comorbid conditions exist -or with short survival expectation, and this involves ethical and medical problems, and quality of life and life expectancies should be considered in this elderly and high comorbidity group.
Our study has several limitations. First, laboratory data and measures of physical functioning are not available in the National Health Insurance Research Database. Though clinical parameters, such as predialysis systolic blood pressure [29, 30] , calcium 6 phosphate product [31] , hematocrit [32] , novel inflammatory markers such as C-reactive protein or Il-6 [33] , BMI [34] , or nutritional status related to survival cannot be obtained from this data set, this study still showed an index of comorbidity is the strongest statistical predictor of mortality previously [24] . CCI was a better predictor than models containing age, diabetes, cardiovascular disease, or albumin [16] . Second, certain parameters that may have improved the performance of our study population, such as information for dialysis access, dialysis dose, modality, residual renal function, or other treatment factors during follow up were not included because of unavailability in the database. However, this was consonant with the study objective, to assess baseline risk factors for survival in an incident dialysis population. Third, we were unable to link some nonhospital deaths, thus we had to define the date of cancellation of health insurance as the date of death. Previous study had link data with the real death registration showings that, on average, most cancellation dates were within 1 week of the real death registration for dialysis patients [9] . Fourth, patients who received dialysis ,90 days were excluded from this study because of the possibility of including patients with acute renal failure or terminal illness with renal failure patients. Our study also had several strengths. Firstly, claims data from universal medical coverage in Taiwan allow for identification of population samples free from selection bias and of sufficient size to document outcomes. Secondly, by using insurance records that consist of comorbidity information, we could unambiguously analyze comorbid conditions and survival rates in the incident dialysis patients.
Conclusion
In conclusion, age and CCI, an index of overall comorbidity, assessed at the onset of dialysis, was the strong predictor of survival. Long-term survival rate was low in incident dialysis patients in the elderly and with higher comorbidity indexes. The simply CCI score should be emphasized in every incident dialysis patient to predict long term mortality and also evaluate his/her quality of life. 
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